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From ‘‘We will remember...’ (overseas memorials to 
Canada’s war dead) by Colonel G.W.L. Nicholson. 
Published under the authority of the Minister of Vet- 
erans Affairs for Canada, Ottawa, 1973. 
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THE VIMY MEMORIAL 


Canada’s most impressive tribute overseas to her sons who 
fought and gave their lives in the, First World War is the 
majestic and inspiring Vimy Memorial, which overlooks the 
Douai Plain from the highest point of Vimy Ridge, about five 
miles northeast of Arras. On Easter Monday, April 9, 1917, 
the Canadian Corps, its four divisions fighting together for the 
first time, captured the Ridge, the strongest defensive position 
in Northwestern France — one that had successfully withstood 
repeated attacks for three years. More than 130,000 French 
soldiers had been killed or wounded in 1915 in trying to take 
the Ridge. It is therefore fitting that the twin white pylons 
which soar high above the summit should bear on the one the 
maple leaves of Canada, on the other the fleur-de-lis of 
France, to symbolize the exploits and sacrifices of the forces of 
both countries. 

It was in the late autumn of 1916 that the Canadians came 
north from their long ordeal at the Somme, to relieve British 
formations opposite the open western slopes of Vimy Ridge. 
They spent the coldest winter of the war strengthening de- 
fences, carrying out occasional raids on enemy trenches, and 
preparing for an offensive in the spring. Allied plans called for 
a massive French attack in the south, between Reims and 
Soisson, combined with an offensive launched by the First and 
Third British Armies about Arras. While the Third Army as- 
saulted eastward astride the River Scarpe, on the left the 
Canadian Corps, assisted by certain other formations of the 
First Army, would simultaneously deliver an attack on a four- 
mile front against Vimy Ridge. 


Retention of the Ridge was of vital significance to the en- 
emy. The great barrier, rising 200 feet above the plain, not 
only protected an area of France in which important mines and 
factories were in full production for Germany; but it also 
covered the junction of the main Hindenburg Line and the 
defence systems running north to the Channel coast. For 
nearly two years the Germans had been constructing fortifica- 
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The Vimy Memorial is 14 km. north of Arras, midway between the roads to 
Lens (N.25) and to Bethune (N.37). From a point in the Lens road one 
kilometre north of the Thélus crossroads, and 8 km. from Arras, a road runs 
northwest over the Ridge to the Memorial. From the Bethune road (N.37) the 
Memorial may be reached by turning east 7.5 km. north of Arras, and 
following the Givenchy road (D.55) for 2km. beyond Neuville-St. Vaast. 


tions to add to the natural strength of the Ridge. Confronting 
the Canadian Corps were three main defensive lines, consist- 
ing of a maze of trenches, concrete strongpoints woven about 
with barbed wire, deep dug-outs, all linked together by com- 
munication trenches and subterranean tunnels. Some of the 
vast underground chambers were capable of sheltering an 
entire battalion from hostile shells. Even the two slopes of the 
Ridge favoured the defenders. On the west side, though the 
incline was a gradual one, the Canadians would have to attack 
over open ground, which afforded excellent fields of fire for the 
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German small arms and artillery. The reverse slope, however, 
was steep and well-wooded, providing adequate cover for the 
defenders’ reserves and guns. . 


Preparing for the Attack 


The Commander of the Canadian Corps, Lieut.-Gen. Sir 
Julian Byng, planned an assault by all of his four divisions 
abreast, the 1st to the 4th in numerical order from right to left. 
To attain their final objectives on the far side of the crest, the 
attackers would have to secure the commanding heights of Hill 
135 and Hill 145, respectively west and east of where the 
Arras-Lens road angled across the Ridge, and a number of 
heavily -fortified positions which included, from south to north, 
Farbus Wood, Thélus, and La Folie Farm, midway between 
Hills 135 and 145. The operation would be carried out in four 
stages dictated by the German zones of defence. The objective 
for each phase was indicated on the map by a coloured line, at 
which fresh troops in each division would take over the ad- 
vance. The assault of ‘The Pimple’’, a German stronghold at 
the northern tip of Vimy Ridge, overlooking the Souchez Val- 
ley, was to start within 24 hours of the launching of the main 
attack. 

No Allied operation on the Western Front received a more 
thorough preparation than did this deliberate attack against 
positions which their defenders considered to be virtually im- 
pregnable. On a full-scale replica of the battle area laid out in 
a field to the rear, Canadian units and formations carried out 
repeated exercises, rehearsing exactly what they would do on 
the day of the attack. Tunnelling companies dug four miles of 
deep subways through which assaulting troops could move up 
to their starting line protected from enemy shelling. Cut into 
the walls of these were large chambers housing battalion and 
brigade headquarters, ammunition stores, communication 
centres and dressing stations — all provided with piped water 
and electricity. Some of these tunnels have been preserved, 
and may be inspected by today’s visitor to Vimy Ridge. British 
and Canadian engineers, working at night, repaired 25 miles 
of road in the Corps forward area, added three miles of new 
plank road, and reconditioned and extended 20 miles of tram- 
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ways for hauling stores and ammunition and evacuating casu- 
alties. Maximum fire power to support the operation would 
come from a concentration of 245 heavy guns and howitzers, 
and in field artillery more than 600 guns and howitzers. 


The Capture of the Ridge 


The long artillery preparation, which began on March 20, 
was intensified from April 2 into a crushing bombardment in 
which shells poured over the heads of the Canadians ‘‘like 
water from a hose’’. The enemy called the period ‘the week of 
suffering’’. Trenches were shattered and wire entanglements 
torn to pieces. Today's visitor to Vimy Ridge will find the 
ground rough with shell holes from that pitiless bombardment 
of more than half a century ago. Then, at 5:30 on the morning 
of April 9, the rolling barrage opened, and the attacking waves 
of the Canadian divisions went forward, ten battalions abreast 
leading the assault in a driving northwest wind that swept the 
countryside with snow and sleet. Crossing the devastation of 
No Man’‘s Land, the leading companies were at the enemy's 
front trenches while most of the surviving defenders were still 
in their deep dug-outs. There was some hand-to-hand fight- 
ing, but the greatest resistance — and heavy Canadian losses 
— came from strongly-emplaced machine-guns in the Ger- 
man intermediate line. 

With remarkable precision one objective after another was 
secured; and by midday the three divisions on the Canadian 
Corps’ right had captured their part of the Ridge on schedule 
— the 2nd Division having had in the final stage the assist- 
ance of the 13th British Brigade, placed under its command 
for the operation. 

On the left the 4th Canadian Division's principal objective 
was Hill 145, the highest and most important feature of the 
whole Ridge. Once taken, its summit would afford its captors a 
commanding view of the German rearward defences in the 
Douai plain and on the Ridge itself. The enemy had therefore 
made the defences of the hill particularly strong, ringing it 
with well-wired trenches and constructing a series of deep 
dug-outs on its rear slope. The brigades of the 4th Division 
suffered a serious check, as enfilading fire from The Pimple 
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inflicted costly losses on the assaulting waves of infantry. 
_ Renewed attacks had to be mounted without the benefit of 
artillery fire, and not until the morning of April 10 was the 
summit cleared. A fresh assault that afternoon by a relieving 
brigade made good the divisional objective — to place the 
whole of Vimy Ridge in Canadian hands. Two days later 
battalions of the 10th Brigade successfully stormed The Pim- 
ple, as a brigade of the flanking 1st British Corps drove the 
= enemy from the Lorette spur on the north side of the Souchez 
Valley. By that time the enemy, accepting the loss of Vimy 
Ridge as permanent, had pulled back two miles or more to a 
defence line running southeast from Lens across the open 
plain. 

The Canadian achievement in capturing Vimy Ridge owed 
its success to sound planning and thorough preparation, but 
above all to the splendid fighting qualities and devotion to 
duty displayed by officers and men on the battlefield. 

Four Canadians earned the Victoria Cross by their heroism 
— Captain T.W. MacDowell, 38th Battalion; Private W.J. 
Milne, 16th Battalion; Private J.G. Pattison, 10th Battalion; 
and Lance-Sergeant E.W. Sifton, 18th Battalion. The awards 
to the last three were made posthumously, for they were 
among the 3000 dead included in the total Canadian casual- 
ties of 10,600 suffered in the battle. 


Construction of the Memorial 


The Memorial on Vimy Ridge does more than mark the site 
of the engagement which Canadians were to remember with 
more pride than any other operation of the First World War. It 
stands as a tribute to all who served their country in battle in 
that four-year struggle, and particularly to those who gave 
their lives. At the base of the Memorial there appear, both in 
French and in English, these words: 


TO THE VALOUR OF THEIR COUNTRYMEN IN THE 
GREAT WAR AND IN MEMORY OF THEIR SIXTY 
THOUSAND DEAD THIS MONUMENT IS RAISED 
BY THE PEOPLE OF CANADA. 


Among those sixty thousand dead were many who have no 
known grave. Inscribed on the ramparts of the Memorial are 
the names of 11,285 Canadian soldiers who were posted as 
‘missing, presumed dead” in France. 

The land for the battlefield park, 250 acres in extent, was 
(as stated on a plaque at the entrance to the Memorial) ‘‘the 
free gift in perpetuity of the French nation to the people of 
Canada’’. Twelve thousand tons of concrete and masonry 
were required for the base of the Memorial; and 6000 tons of 
‘‘trau’’ stone, quarried on the Dalmatian coast, were brought 
from Yugoslavia for the pylons and the sculptured figures. 
Construction of the massive work began in 1925, and eleven 
years later, on July 26, 1936, the monument was unveiled by 
King Edward VIII. 

The design for the Memorial, selected from 160 entered in 
competition, was submitted by Walter S. Allward, a Toronto 
sculptor. Mr. Allward, who once told friends that the form of 
the design came to him in a dream, has described his creation 
in these words: 

“At the base of the strong impregnable walls of defence are 
the Defenders, one group showing the Breaking of the Sword, 
the other the Sympathy of the Canadians for the Helpless. 
Above these are the mouths of guns covered with olive and 
laurels. On the wall stands an heroic figure of Canada brood- 
ing over the graves of her valiant dead; below is suggested a 
grave with a helmet, laurels, etc. Behind her stand two pylons 
symbolizing the two forces — Canadian and French — while 
between, at the base of these, is the Spirit of Sacrifice, who, 
giving all, throws the torch to his Comrades. Looking up they 
see the figures of Peace, Justice, Truth and Knowledge, etc., 
for which they fought, chanting the hymn of Peace. Around 
these figures are the shields of Britain, Canada and France. On 
the outside of the pylons is the Cross. ’’ 

The Vimy Memorial Park contains also memorials to the 3rd 
Canadian Division, and a Moroccan Division. 
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